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THINKING ABouT EDEN: A TRIBUTE TO HERBERT MORRIS
By George P. Fletcher

I.

INTRODUCTION

For lawyers, nothing could be more natural than confronting a text.
This is what we do every day-we read and interpret statutes and
judicial opinions. The task in approaching these respected texts is to
pay careful attention to the details of language and then to make sense
of the text as a whole. There is much debate these days about
conflicting canons of interpretation-about literalism and originalism,
and other "isms"-but none of these schools has impressed me as much
as the simple need to stand before a text and to construe its parts as an
integrated whole.'
Genesis is the supreme text of Western culture. The story of
creation has informed artists of word and image, from Dante and
Michelangelo to John Steinbeck and Mark Twain. Adam, Eve, Cain,
Abel, the serpent-we could hardly think about good and evil, free will
and determinism, or crime and punishment without them.
Yet there is another side to the story of this revered text. In the
words of the originalHebrew, Genesis has been virtually lost to modern
1. For a model of this form of interpretation, see JOHN HART
AND DISTRUST: A THEORY OF JUDICIAL REVIEW (1980).

ELY, DEMOCRACY
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readers. The original text of the Hebrew Bible inspired theological and
literary imagination at the expense of the words themselves. Jewish
teachings took off in many directions, with the elaboration of legends
and imaginative stories called Midrashim. The Midrash recreates the
experience, in the metaphor of one of my teachers, of a swimmer
thrown out to sea with a life preserver. The swimmer is cut-off from the
text and must find his or her way back. Sometimes, the return to the
text requires great leaps of association.
Preferring systematic theology, the Catholic Church found it
important to implant architectonic doctrines in the text with little regard
for whether these doctrines were supported by more than a Midrashic
hint. The serpent in the Garden became the devil.2 Adam and Eve's
eating of the forbidden fruit became the "original sin" by which
humanity fell into a state that requires redemption. Original sin became
a dogma of the Catholic literature, and generated literary reflections on
the Fall by Dante, Milton, and scores of others. It did not matter much
whether the original text supported this reading or not. In the idiom of
lawyers, the Supreme Court (namely, the Church) had spoken, and no
one cared that much about what the Constitution (namely, the Bible)
actually said.
Islam had its own way of undermining the original stories of
Genesis. Though it accepts both the Hebrew and Christian Bibles, the
Koran changes some of the stories of Genesis to fit the preconceptions
of that religion. For example, in retelling the binding and intended
sacrifice of Isaac, the Koran substitutes Ishmael-Isaac's half-brother,
and the reputed progenitor of the Arab peoples-for Isaac. 3 The guiding
assumption must have been that being sacrificed to God was an honor
that should be reserved for one of Islam's own.
The Reformation glorified, but at the same time camouflaged, the
original Hebrew text. Calvin, Luther, and their movement claimed to
have returned to the original words, but they did so in multiple
vernacular versions that supposedly brought the divine revelation closer
to the people. As Benedict Anderson insightfully pointed out, the
Protestant movement coincides with the rise of the printing press and
the commercialization of the holy text.4 A bestseller was born-in all
2. See ELAINE PAGELS, THE ORIGIN OF SATAN (1995).
3. While the Koran does not explicitly name which son of Abraham was
designated for sacrifice, Islamic tradition holds that it was Ishmael. The relevant passage
is Sura 37:99-112.
4. BENEDICT ANDERSON, IMAGINED COMMUNITIES: REFLECTIONS ON THE ORIGIN
AND SPREAD OF NATIONALISM (1983).
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the languages of the world. Bringing the text to the vernacular meant
that the original texts faded even more from public consciousness.
In the American experience, fundamentalists recite their
indigenous version by heart, and they believe that their text-e.g., the
time-bound King James version-is the revealed word of God. The
literalists overlook the simple fact that the process of translation itself
implicitly endorses an orientation and school of interpretation. Just to
take one critical example, Western readers have come to assume that
Eve was created from Adam's rib. In fact, the Hebrew word for "rib"tsela-is at least as appropriately translated as "side.",5 Obviously,
whether Eve represents merely a body part or an entire half of Adam has
great significance in thinking about whether women should be treated as
subordinate or as equal partners with men. This is but one example of
disputed translation, though with vast moral and legal consequences.
According to some, the final blow to the integrity of the Hebrew
text came in the nineteenth century with the emergence of scientific
biblical criticism. 6 Scholars noted certain word patterns that indicated
the probability of different authorship. The three primary texts came to
be called the "E," or Elohim; the "J," or Jehovah; and the "P," or
Priestly sources, the designation of God being one of the factors
signaling the source. Elohim, as the sole name of God, typically signals
the "E" text; the joint name Adonai Elohim (or Jehovah Elohim) 7 marks

the "J"text.
In Genesis 1:1 through 2:3, the name of God is Elohim. This name
returns in Genesis 5:1. I shall refer to this as the first story of creation.
The familiar hallmark of the first story is the recitation of the seven days
of creation in Genesis 1. The intervening material from 2:4 to the end of
chapter 4 constitutes the second story which, because it contains the
Garden of Eden, is of primary interest to us. Although the first story
relies on Elohim as the name of God, it is thought to be of the Priestly,
and not of the "E," source.8 The second story, the "J" source, is
5. Exodus 26:26-27, 36:31-32 (referring in both cases to a "side of the
tabernacle.").
6.

S. R. DRIVER, MODERN RESEARCH AS ILLUSTRATING THE BIBLE (1909); JuLruS
(Peter Smith, ed.,

WELLHAUSEN, PROLEGOMENA TO THE HISTORY OF ANCIENT ISRAEL

Times Mirror 1973) (1883).
7. The Hebrew here rendered as "Adonai" or "Jehovah" is the tetragrammaton
Yud-Heh-Vav-Heh. Orthodox Jews do not pronounce this name aloud, and therefore use
a euphemism that means "Lord." Thus the translation in English text of this name is
typically "Lord God." "Jehovah" represents an attempt to render the tetragrammaton YH-V-H in English.
8. ROBERT B.

COOTE, IN THE BEGINNING: CREATION AND THE PRIESTLY HISTORY
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considered the older of the two versions of creation. 9
Some people regard this mode of source criticism as threatening to
their faith that God delivered the entire text to Moses on Mount Sinai.
The alternative, more appealing view holds that the canonization of a
single text in the tradition requires us to ponder and reconcile
contradictions and divergent views which might be derived from these
distinct sources. The text retains its integrity, and enriches its readers
who have believed for centuries that the different approaches represent
compatible visions of a single truth.
The importance of the Hebrew text of Genesis is only confirmed by
all these multiple reactions. Midrashic flights of fancy, implanted
doctrines like the Fall, the rewriting of a basic story in Islam, the
recurrent efforts at correct translation, the survival of a single object of
study-all these testify to the power of the Hebrew text.
This essay, then, is an exercise in interpreting a revered, but
neglected, text. I take as my object of study the story of Adam and Eve
in Eden. My interest in these passages derives in large part from
conversations with my mentor, Herb Morris, who taught me to
appreciate the beauties and mysteries of this rich tale. For both us, the
problem is explicating the deeper meaning of the story. Perhaps I put
more emphasis on the original text than Morris does, but we share a
common objective of understanding what the story can teach us about
the human condition.
Thus, our first task is to review the words of Genesis 2, bearing on
the story of Eden. The following is my own translation, with footnotes
explaining the points of difficulty and providing cross-references to the
leading scholarly literature on the subject.

II. GENESIS 2:8 TO 3:20
2:8) And the Lord God 1° planted a garden eastward in Eden, and
12
1
there he put the Adam whom he had formed.
(1991); S. R.
(1891).

DRIVER, AN INTRODUCTION TO THE LITERATURE OF THE OLD TESTAMENT

9. Genesis I-XXXIV: 2-5, 15-19 (H.C.O. Lanchester trans., 1923);
MITCHELL, GENESIS:

A

STEPHEN

NEW TRANSLATION OF THE CLASSIC BIBLICAL STORIES

xxviii

(1996).
10. 1 rely on the conventional phrase "Lord God," which is the marker of the "J"
text.
11. In this and the following notes, I will note some of the complexities of
translation from the Hebrew. These points are very important in resolving the basic
moral and theological issues raised by the text. The Hebrew text refers both to HaAdam
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2:9) And out of the ground the Lord God made every tree to grow
from the ground that is pleasant to the sight and good 13 for food; the tree
of life also
in the midst of the garden and the tree of knowledge of good
14
and evil.

2:10-14) [the location of the garden among the four rivers]
2:15) And the Lord God took the
Adam and put him in the garden
5
it.'
keep
to
and
it
cultivate
to
of Eden
2:16) And the Lord God commanded the Adam, saying, Of every
tree in the garden you [singular]1 6 may eat freely,
2:17) but of the tree of knowledge of good and evil you [singular]
shall not eat, for on the day' 7 that you eat of it you [singular] shall surely
(the Adam) and simply to Adam without the definite article. The latter is clearly a
proper name but the former could be translated as "the human being" or "the person." I
have tried to retain this difference in the translation.
12. Another indicator of the "J" text is the way in which the process of creation is
described. The first story, or "P" text, relies on the verb B-R-A to describe the way in
which God calls Adam into being. This has come to be called creation ex nihilo
because there is no apparent material from which, in the first story, God creates Adam.
The second story relies, as in this passage and in the preceding Genesis 2:7, on the verb
Y-TS-R, which means "to form."
13. The notion of tov, or "good," runs through the first three chapters of Genesis
and has particular poignancy for the story of Adam and Eve in the Garden because it
appears in the designation in the next clause in Genesis 2:9, for "the tree of the
knowledge of good and evil." Tov is also the word that captures God's judgment that the
creation is worthwhile. Genesis 1:4. "And God saw the light that it was good." Genesis
implicitly endorses the distinction between instrumental and intrinsic good. The notion
of "good for food" in this verse differs from God's seeing that the creation was good
without specifying what it was good for.
14. The phrase in Hebrew is tov v-ra. There is little dispute about whether tov is
properly translated as "good."
The second word in the pair, ra, however, is
problematic-it is not clear whether we should prefer "bad" or "evil" in English.
Hebrew does not make the distinction. Nor does French, where the word mal suffices
for both. German and English, however, do make the distinction between "bad" and
"evil" (schlecht und bose). The way the translation "good and evil" has become
ingrained in our thinking (in English) reveals a preference for reading the story as one
about moral knowledge.
15. Note that in the first story of creation the Adam has no function in life. He/she
is simply created in the image of God. Genesis 1:27. The plants grow without his/her
assistance. Id. at 1:11. The first duty imposed on Adam is to be "fruitful and multiply."
Id. at 1:28. In the second story, Adam has a purpose-his/her job is to cultivate the
garden. Without his/her presence, the plants would not have grown. Id. at 2:5.
16. Readers in English cannot discern whether "you" is meant to refer to one or to
many. This is important in considering whether, in addressing Adam, God is speaking
to both the female and male halves that are later separated.
17. The meaning of the word "day" (yom) is one of the most mysterious in the
book of Genesis. Genesis 1:5 - 2:2. According to the first story of creation, the world
was created in seven "days." According the second version the "heavens and earth"
were created in one day. Id. at 2:4.
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die.' 8
2:18) And the Lord God said, it is not good for the Adam to be
alone. I will make [the Adam] a helpmate to offset him .... 19
2:19) And out of the ground the Lord God formed every beast of
the field and every bird of the air and brought them to the Adam to see
what the Adam would call them. And whatever the Adam called the
living creature that became its name.
2:20) And the Adam gave names to all the beasts and to the birds
of the air and to every animal of the field but did not find a matching
helpmate for Adam.
2:21) And the Lord God made the Adam fall asleep and the Adam
slept and the Lord God took one of the Adam's sides 20 and closed up the
flesh.
2:22) And the Lord God took the side from the Adam made into
woman and brought her to the Adam.
2:23) And the Adam said, This is now bone of my bone, flesh of
my flesh; she shall be called woman (isha) because she was taken from
a man (ish).2 1
2:24) Therefore shall a man leave his father and his mother, and
shall cleave to his wife and they shall be one flesh.
2:25) And they were naked, the Adam and his wife, and they were
not ashamed.22
3:1) And the serpent was more naked [cunning] 23 than all the
animals of the field that the Lord God had made, and he said to the

18. The phrase "surely die" is a translation of the Hebrew manner of expressing
emphasis by repeating the verb mot tamut, or literally, "die you will die."
19. The wonderful phrase in Hebrew is ezer k-negedo--a "helpmate against
himself."
20. There is some dispute as to whether the word isela should be translated as
"rib" or "side." The reading in favor of male supremacy obviously prefers the former,
and that translation has entered into the conventional understanding of the text. My
view is that "side" is a more accurate translation. This same term tsela is used again in
Exodus 36:31-32 to refer to the sides of the ark of the covenant.
21. This is the first use of a word clearly indicating the genders of Adam and Eve.
"The Adam," prior to the separation into isha (woman) and ish (man), should be
understood as an androgynous being created both male and female in Genesis 1:27.
22. This sentence contains the first use of two critical words, "nakedness" (arum)
and "shame" (busha, lhitbashesh). The premise of the statement is that people
ordinarily feel shame when they are naked in front of other people. There is some
reason Adam and Eve do not feel shame, and we have yet to discover what it is.
23. The word for "cunning" (arom) comes from the same root as "naked" (arum).
The two forms are distinguishable by a single vowel sound. A proper account of this
passage will have to explain the relationship between being naked and being cunning.
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woman, has God 24 said, you [plural] shall not eat of every tree of the
garden.
3:2) And the woman said to the serpent, We may eat of the fruit of
the garden
3:3) But of the fruit of the tree in the midst of the garden, God said
you shall [plural] not eat, nor shall you [plural] touch it, lest you [plural]
die.
3:4) And the serpent said to the woman, you [plural] shall not
surely die.
3:5) For God knows that on the day 25 you eat of it, then your 28
eyes
27
shall be opened 26 and you shall be as gods knowing good and evil.

24. This is a very puzzling lapse in the way God is named in the second story. The
text in Genesis 2:15 refers to Jahwe Elohim as commanding Adam (in the singular) not
to eat of the tree of knowledge. The serpent refers to this warning, but changes the
name of God to the form used in the first story, namely just Elohim. Significantly, Eve
seems to understand the reference to God even though the name is different and the
command was given before she was separated from Adam. At least this passage
confirms that in some sense Eve was present in the single being that received the
command not to eat of the tree in 2:15. Significantly, the serpent describes this
command as having been issued in the plural-to both the man and the woman.
25. Again, the concept of "day" is ambiguous and elastic. It is best to think of the
term as a vague reference to time span. See supra note 17.
26. Implicitly, their eyes are not open, and this explains why they are naked but
do not feel shame. According to the conventional understanding of shame, we
experience shame in the eyes, in the gaze, of the other. When we are seen in situations
that are ordinarily private-defecating on the street, experiencing a sexual reaction in
public, falling asleep at a faculty meeting, we often feel shame at others seeing us
exposed. See GABRIELE TAYLOR, PRIDE, SHAME, AND GuILT: EMOTIONS OF SELFASSESSMENT (1985). For a critical view of this thesis, see MICHAEL STOCKER, VALUING
EMOTIONS (1996). See also J. David Velleman, The Genesis of Shame, 30 PHIL. & PUB.
AFFAIRS 27 (2001).
27. The word "gods" could with equal plausibility be translated as "God." This
requires an explanation of the term Elohim that is used in the first story as the name of
God. Elohim is, in fact, the plural form from El-therefore, the name of God is plural to
begin with. The serpent uses the same word Elohim in this passage to describe both God
and what Adam and Eve will become like if they eat of the fruit. This critical passage
could be rendered, therefore, as "God knows that on the day that you eat of it ... you
shall become like God knowing good and evil." The possibility of drawing this analogy
between God and the consequences of eating the fruit may explain why the text has the
serpent referring to God simply as Elohim, and not as Yahve Elohim.
28. There is, of course, a great mystery about what this knowledge of good and
evil consists of. Apparently, it is not a matter of "good and evil" to know that one
should follow God's commands, for that is already expected of Adam and Eve prior to
their having knowledge of good and evil. Second, it cannot be simply a matter of
knowing what is good, for in the next passage Eve will see that the tree is "good" (tov)
for food.
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3:6) And when the woman saw that the tree was good 29 for food,
and that it was pleasant to the eyes, a tree desirable to make one wise,
she took of its fruit and ate, and she gave some to her man, who also ate.
3:7) And the eyes of both of them were opened and they knew they
were naked, 30 and they sewed fig leaves together and made themselves
waistbands.
3:8) And they heard the voice of the Lord God walking in the
garden in the wind of the day, 31 and the Adam and his wife hid among
the trees of the garden
3:9) And the Lord 32
God called to the Adam and said to him [it],
Where are you [singular] ?
3:10) And he [it] said, I heard your voice in the garden and I
experienced awe3 3 because I was naked 34 and I hid myself.

3:11) And the Lord God said, Who told you that you were naked? 35
Have you eaten of the tree which I commanded you that you should not
36

eat?

3:12) And the man said, the woman whom you gave to be with me,
she gave me of the tree, and I ate.
3:13) And the Lord God said, What is this you have done, and the
29. The consistent translation of tov is "good." The word pervades the first
account of creation, e.g., "[A]nd God saw the light that (or perhaps "because") it was
good." Genesis 1:4.
30. This is the second reference to "nakedness," but note in this context there is no
reference to shame. The shame seems to be assumed in the reaction of their covering
themselves up.
31. This is a poetic phrase-Bruachhayom [spirit of the day]-that, so far as I can
tell, has no bearing on the story as a whole.
32. This shift back to the singular is peculiar and hard to explain. It is almost as
though God seeks to return to the kind of relationship He enjoyed with the Adam before
the separation of man and woman, a time when God and the Adam were in a unique
relationship of dependency-God dependent on the Adam to keep the garden, and the
Adam dependent on God for knowledge of what he/she should do.
33. The critical word in Hebrew is yirah. The usual translation is "fear," but "awe"
strikes me as more meaningful in this context. The phraseyirat hashamayim is typically
translated as "awe" or "reverence" for God. The challenge in interpreting this passage is
understanding the relationship between "nakedness" and the experience of yirah. There
is no apparent logic in associating nakedness with fear.
34. This is the third reference to nakedness but in this context there is no apparent
relationship to shame. A full account of the concept of nakedness (arum) would have to
consider these three uses, plus the reference to the serpent as "clever" (arom).
35. This is mysterious when we realize that the more natural question would be:
How did you realize that you are naked? God is still addressing Adam, still in singular,
as a creature who can only know things when told them.
36. This story makes little sense if we attribute to God the characteristically divine
attribute of omniscience.
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woman said, The serpent beguiled me and I ate.
3:14) And the Lord God said to the serpent, Because you have
done this you are cursed above all the beasts and animals of the field,
upon7your belly you shall go and you shall eat dust all the days of your
3
life.
3:15) And I will put enmity between you and the woman and
between your seed and her seed, he shall bruise your head and you shall
bruise his heel.38
3:16) To the woman he said, I will greatly multiply the pain of
your child bearing; in sorrow you shall bring forth children and your
desire will be for your husband and he will rule over you.
3:17) And to Adam [God] said, Because you have listened to the
voice of your wife and have eaten of the tree, of which I commanded
you [singular] Cursed is the ground on account of you [singular]. 39 In
sorrow you shall eat of it all the days of your life.
3:18) Thorns and thistles shall it bring forth to you [singular] and
[you] shall eat of the herbs of the field.
3:19) By the sweat of your brow shall you eat bread, till you return
to the ground for out of it you [singular] were taken. For dust you are
[singular] and to dust you shall return [singular].
3:20 And the Adam called his woman Chava, for she was the
mother of all the living [Chai].
III. ANDROGYNOUS GOD: ANDROGYNOUS ADAM
Seeking to uncover the meaning of the Hebrew text of Eden brings
into the focus the way in which social forces have functioned to
generate misconceptions of the meaning, and significance, of the
biblical story of creation. It is generally assumed, for example, that both
God and Adam are male, yet there is almost no evidence for this view in
the original text. The concept of masculinity exists and indeed the
distinction between male and female is the central thread of the story,
but there is no clear textual basis for assuming that God is male. True,
the third person non-feminine verbal form is used to describe God's
actions. But I hesitate to go on about this grammatical point without
37. The pattern of action and the curses follow the pattern ABCCBA.
38. The confusion in gender appears in the original. It is not clear why.
39. The description of the future of Eve and all womenkind is not presented as a
curse, and there is no explanation offered for this future. By contrast, God refers to the
prior command given to the Adam and then explains that the ground will cursed because
of what Adam did.
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clarifying some basic points about the recognition of gender in various
languages of the world.
Western languages recognize one, two, or three genders of nouns
and pronouns. The most extreme mono-gendered languages are found in
the Ural-Altaic family, typified by Turkish and Hungarian, which
distinguish between male and female neither in nouns nor in pronouns.
This would be a boon to English speakers constantly beset with the
discomfort of choosing between masculine and feminine third-person
pronouns and the familiar problem of saying and writing "he" or "she"
or both. Romance languages-French, Italian, Spanish, Portuguese-go
further and recognize male and female nouns and in many cases have
both a male and female version of "they"-the third-person plural
pronoun. This generates some problems in deciding which to use in
mixed groups. Feminists are annoyed by the rule that in a room full of
students, one male among a hundred females would be enough to
require use of the male form of "they." The female plural-elles instead
of ils in French-is therefore stronger than the male form, for it conveys
the idea exclusively of women acting as the subject of the verb. The
male form is better described as the non-feminine form because it
applies to all subjects that are not exclusively female.
It is worth noting that this rule does not convey the idea of male
superiority-at least by comparison with rules on defining minority
races. The "one drop" rule-one drop of black blood or being 1/16th
Jewish-took a small quotient to be sufficient for minority status. The
assumption was that if a status is disfavored and scorned, it should be
acquired by the slightest presence of the negative marking. The rule on
choosing the non-feminine grammatical form is just the opposite; one
man in the group is enough to require the use of the non-feminine form,
a rule that implies either the supremacy of the female (which we might
doubt for historical and sociological reasons) or simply that the nonfeminine form conveys less information.
The
Hebrew
language-presumably
like other
Semitic
languages- is supersensitive to gender distinctions. Not only is there a
difference in the third person singular and plural, as in French, but there
is a difference in the second person singular and plural as well. This
means that in speaking Hebrew the speaker must make an instantaneous
decision about whether he or she is speaking to a male or female and
then choose the right pronouns and the right conjugations. In fact in the
present forms of the verb, you have these distinctions in the first person
as well. It is not hard for the speaker to remember the right forms, but
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those who have not learned these Semitic languages would be surprised
at how difficult it is to translate consistently the visual impression of the
gender of the person being addressed into a whole set of grammatical
forms. Slips of the tongue in Hebrew are as common as the mistakes I
have observed among native speakers of Hungarian in the consistent
and correct use of "he" and "she" in English.
To complete this quick survey, we should note that Germanic
languages recognize and use a neuter gender for people as well as for
things. English recognizes the neuter pronoun "it" but it is offensive to
apply this pronoun to people-at least to individual persons. 40 German
has no difficulty whatsoever in treating das Mddchen, das Frdulein, das
Mdnnchen and other diminutives as neuter nouns. This is important
because if God is in fact androgynous or hermaphroditic, then the
appropriate gender for God would be neuter-in a language that
recognized the neuter form.
The most that one can say about the description of God in Genesis
chapters 1-11 is that the verbs used to refer to God are not the feminine
form. But, because the non-feminine form in two-gender grammars is
typically ambiguous, this grammatical choice in Hebrew, a twogendered language, does not necessarily convey the idea that God is
male. It would be fair to ask: Well, if the use of the non-feminine form
of the verb is not enough to convey masculinity, what would be enough?
In my view, it would be enough to find references to God with the
masculine pronoun Hoo. But on this point, translations of the Hebrew
text are typically deceptive. In the English translation God is referred to
repeatedly as "He," but there is no corresponding pronoun in the
Hebrew text. The non-feminine form of the verb is used without a
subject. 41 Some might argue that the use of this pronoun would convey
no more information than the use of the non-feminine form of the verb.
There is no way to resolve this debate except to recognize a warranted
skepticism as to whether God is properly described as male.
Whether God is properly thought of as androgynous or
hermaphroditic is another issue. "Androgynous" means that God has no
40. It occurs to me that it is fine to refer to humanity, or collective human subjects,
as "it," though I am not sure why.
41. For example, in the all-important passage in Genesis 1:27, the Hebrew text
reads: "Btselern Elohim barah oto, zachar u-nkevah barah otam." Literally, this reads:
"In the image of God created [him/her] male and female created them." The English
translation is typically: "In the image of God He created him; male and female He
created them.." The two references to "he" are simply added in the English text even
though there is no corresponding masculine pronoun in the original.
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sex at all. "Hermaphroditic" means that the nature of God includes both
male and female. To reach the right interpretation on this point, we
need to reflect on the nature of Adam as well. After all, Adam was
created in God's image; what is true about Adam, therefore, should be
true about God.42
The male bias in biblical translation is at least consistent. As it is
commonly assumed that God is male, so it is taken for granted that
Adam is male. In fact, there is as little evidence for one as for the other.
Because the first human was created ex nihilo-from nothing-there is
ample reason to think that "the Adam" encompasses both male and
female dimensions. And yet the translations typically describe
Adam as
' 43
"him" and assume that God should be referred to as "He.Here we can bring to bear our reflections about grammars that
contain three genders and permit the description of human beings in the
neuter. Hebrew does not allow this option and therefore there is a
problem translating Genesis 1:27, which reads that God created otothe original being. In the same sentence, the text tells us that God
created oto masculine and feminine. We should insist on good reasons
for translating the pronoun oto as "him." For example, if Hebrew had
the option of identifying Adam as neuter and rejected it, then we would
have a sound basis for treating Adam as masculine.
If Adam is not just feminine and not just masculine, the problem
remains whether we should describe oto as androgynous or
hermaphrodite. The more accurate description is probably that Adam is
hermaphrodite-containing both male and female sides. The separation
of the male and female occurs in 2:21 when God takes one side (not
"rib") of Adam and fashions it into a woman. This is the first time we
find a reference to Adam as a man. 4 That is, the process of separation
creates both man and woman.
We can reason backwards from Adam to that of which she/he is an
image-namely, to God. If Adam (as the image) contains both sexes,
then God should also contain both sexes. Here, we run into a theological
problem, however, for recognizing the male and female sides of God
raises an issue about the unity of a monotheistic supreme being. These
problems are familiar in the Christian efforts to reconcile the Trinity

42.

Genesis 1:27.

43. See supra note 41 for an explanation of the way the masculine pronoun is read
into the text. The only translation that resists this bias, so far as I know, is EVERETr Fox,
THE FivE BOOKS OF MOSES 15 & n.27 (1995).
44. Genesis 2:23.

20031

THINKING ABOUT EDEN

with a single divine source. Jewish mystical thinking coped with the
feminine side of God by positing the notion of a Shikhinah-or "female
presence" surrounding God. 45 The theological niceties of a
hermaphrodite God seems to make it more appealing simply to think of
God as androgynous, as beyond sexual identity.
It should be obvious why the biblical text has been so persistently
misread. People can find in any written material passages to support
their preconceptions, and during historical periods in which men were
assumed to be the only relevant actors on the stage of history, it was
natural to think of male figures as the original agents of creation.

IV. NAKEDNESS,

SHAME, AND THE FALL

The writers of the Gospels never refer to the story of Adam and
Eve. Beginning with Paul in Romans 5:12, we find references to a
doctrine that has altered the Western understanding of the human
condition. As Paul wrote: "[B]y one man sin entered into the world, and
death by sin. 46 Augustine elaborated the claim: "The deliberate sin of
the First man is the cause of original sin. 'A 7 Thus was born the dogma
of original sin. Even though many Protestants have since rejected the
idea of sin passed on from parents to children, I am not sure that
Christianity remains a coherent religion without it. Let me explain.
Paul and Augustine respond to one critical problem in the text. If
God says, "on the day that you eat of it you [singular] shall surely die"
(2:17), this must mean exactly what it says. Admittedly, there is some
problem about how long a day is, but the natural reading of the words
implies that Adam (and implicitly Eve) were immortal before they ate of
the fruit, and that by eating they became mortal. Thus, God banishes
them from the Garden, lest they also eat from the tree of life.48 The Fall
signals, therefore, not only sin but mortality. This combination explains
the tension in Christian theology between an emphasis on the
crucifixion (conquering sin) and the resurrection (conquering
45. See RAV P.S. BERG, THE ESSENTIAL ZOHAR: THE SOURCE OF KABBALISTIC
WISDOM (2002); SANFORD L. DROB, SYMBOLS OF THE KABBALAH: PHILOSOPHICAL AND
PSYCHOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES (2000); GERSHOM G. SCHOLEM, ON THE KABBALAH AND
ITS SYMBOLISM

(Ralph Manheim trans., 1965).

46. Romans 5:12 (emphasis added).
47. Augustine, De nuptiis et concupiscentia(On Marriage and Concupiscence), II,
xxvi, ch. 43 (420), in 5 A SELECT LIBRARY OF THE NICENE AND POST-NICENE FATHERS
OF THE CHRISTIAN CHURCH: SAINT AUGUSTINE: ANTI-PELAGIAN WRITINGS 257, 300
(Philip Schaff & Peter Holmes eds. & trans., 1971).
48. Genesis 3:22.
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mortality). 49 And yet both are intimately linked to the idea that Adam's
disobedience was "the deliberate sin" that brought "death by sin" into
the world.
Despite the centrality of the idea of original sin to Christian
theology, the history of religious thought has clearly been opposed to
the Catholic reading of the Garden of Eden. First Islam rejected the
idea, thus returning to the teachings of the Jews about this and other
issues.5 0 Then, with the Reformation and the Enlightenment's emphasis
on the Kantian idea of individual ultimate worth, the idea of original sin
became an idea whose time had come and gone. For Nietzsche, the
doctrine of original sin "lay like a cancer in the bowels of an entire
civilization."51 The creed of Joseph Smith, the founder of Mormonism,
explicitly rejects the idea as incompatible with individual responsibility:
"We believe that men will be punished for their own sins, and not for
Adam's transgression." 52 Contemporary theologian Douglas Farrow
apparently subscribes to the view, attributed to Enlightenment thinking,
that the doctrine is a perversion.53
If the Fall is so important to Christian thinking, then it is
remarkable that so many Christian denominations have turned against it.
Joseph Smith provided a good reason-liberal to its core. The
descendants of Adam should be judged by what they do, not tainted by
some deed committed in the genesis of the species. The very idea that
some taint is carried forward from generation to generation-some scar
or defect that renders humanity imperfect-would be enough to offend
anyone who believed in the grandeur and the perfectibility of the human
species.
A sound humanistic interpretation of the Garden story, then, would
rescue Adam and Eve from the defect that the legend of the Fall has
introduced into our culture. There would have to be alternative account
of the text that stresses the act of eating the forbidden fruit not as an
49. I am indebted to James Carroll for explaining these ideas to me over breakfast
in Jerusalem in October 2001. See JAMES CARROLL, CONSTANTINE'S SWORD: THE
CHURCH AND THE JEWS: A HISTORY (2001).
50. The Islamic commitment to law (Shaariyah)is very similar to the Jewish view
of law (Halachah), and both are clearly opposed to the anti-legalistic message of the
Sermon on the Mount. Matthew 5:27.
51. Douglas Farrow, Fall, in THE OXFORD COMPANION TO CHRISTIAN THOUGHT
233, 233 (Adrian Hastings et al. eds., 2000) (emphasis added).
52. The Mormon Articles of Faith, art. 2, available at http://www.sacredtexts.com/mor/morartf.txt (last visited March 31, 2003) (on file with the Quinnipiac Law
Review).
53. See supranote 39.
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occasion for corruption of the species, but as a moment of growth.
The Fall is no more an inevitable part of the story than is the
masculinity of God and Adam. Both were read into the text with
purposes in mind other than simply providing the best possible account
for the words on the page. Yet it is apparently easier for some believers,
like Muslims and Mormons, simply to reject the doctrine than it is for
secular thinkers to abandon a myth of corruption, a story that has taken
on so much importance in the arts of the West. (This, I believe, is
Morris's position. He seeks an interpretation of the Fall that could make
sense to a reader of modem sensibilities. Presumably he does not want
to endorse an idea of sin that renders all of humanity defective
because
54
"by one man sin entered into the world, and death by sin.")
Could one really believe that all of humanity was condemned and
punished simply because two people took a bite of fruit? Surely there is
a problem of proportionality here, which could not but fail to turn
someone committed to retributive punishment away from this primitive
and anti-humanistic mythology by which the sin of one generation
forever changes history. 5
The doctrine of original sin should be understood historically in the
same way that we understand the bias toward male figures as the
dominant actors in the creation story. Theologians read the Fall into the
text, as generations of readers simply assumed that both God and Adam
were masculine. Returning to the text might liberate us from both of
these mistakes.
An adequate account of the entire story must address the central
difficulty of what happens when Eve and then Adam eat of the
forbidden fruit. The text is silent about their inner experience, so we
have to try to imagine what happens to them. According to God's
statements and the descriptions of the text, at least five events occur:
(1) They should die "on that day,"
(2) They become like God or gods,
54.

See supra note 46 (emphasis added).

55. In my view, the invention of original sin correlates with the emergence of antiSemitism in Christian thinking. Both doctrines have a similar structure. The Jews are
condemned forever as the "sons of the devil" (John 8:44: "Ye are of your father the
devil ....

) for the role of the crowd in approving of the crucifixion (Matthew 27:25).

They-like the descendants of Adam-are in need of redemption, a redemption that
until recently the Church believed only it could provide. Thus, the sins of some of the

fathers are visited on all the sons. Both doctrines aggrandize the Catholic Church.
Under the influence of Pope John XXIII, the Church gave up its anti-Semitic teachings

and adopted a more respectful attitude toward Judaism. They have yet to alter the
teaching on original sin.
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(3) They realize the difference between good and evil,
(4) Their eyes are opened, and
(5) They become aware of their nakedness.
only experience that we can reliably establish
The fifth factor is 5the
6
on the basis of the text.
Of the all the events that do not happen after the eating of the
forbidden fruit, there is no sign that Adam and Eve feel guilt for their
disobedience. One would think that if this were a serious sin, a great act
of disobedience that brought death into the world-and they also had
knowledge of good and evil-Adam and Eve would feel something
about having committed this great wrong. But they reveal no sign of
guilt.
Given the dimension of their sin in Christian theology-they have
condemned humanity to the taint of the Fall-we can only be puzzled
by their appearing to feel nothing except possibly a sense of shame
about their nakedness. It is true that in the next verse when God enters
the Garden they hide because they realize that they are naked. This I
believe is a key passage, and again the key word is "nakedness." There
is no mention either of shame or guilt.
The proponents of the Fall begin their reasoning, it seems, from the
supposedly implicit fact that the couple experiences shame upon
discovering that they are naked. The factor of shame is assumed
because in the preceding reference to nakedness, "[T]hey were
naked... and they were not ashamed., 57 Thus, when their eyes are
opened and they realize they are naked, they are assumed to experience
shame. They respond to their shame by covering themselves up.
The reasoning is fallacious: it assumes that eyes closed equals no
shame whereas eyes opened is equivalent to shame. But the conclusion
hardly follows from the premise. Their eyes might be open and they
would experience no shame. Yet, to be sure, several reasons lead one to
make the association in this context of awareness of nakedness and
shame. First, we associate shame with the genitals. (It is not clear why
and I address this issue in detail below.) Further, there is a conceptual
connection between shame and being exposed to the opened eyes and
the gaze of the other. We experience shame in the sight of others, or at
least in the eyes of some imaginary observer. Third, the natural response
to shame is to cover the source of the shame, and this is precisely what
Adam and Eve do when they cover themselves with fig leaves. All of
56. Genesis 3:27.
57. Genesis 2:25.
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these factors come together to support a view of the text that I shall call
the "shame thesis."
After struggling with the shame thesis, I am becoming more
skeptical whether the concept provides the right anchor for navigating
the nuances of these passages. First, what does it mean to say that
people feel shame about their genitals and how does covering
themselves respond to the shame? One common argument is that our
genitals remind us of our animal nature and in the moment that Adam
and Eve should become like gods they are reminded of their baser side.
The dissonance leads them to deny their similarity to animals by
covering themselves with fig leaves. But how do they (or we) resemble
animals? In fact, human beings have at least four highly distinctive
traits in common with cats and dogs-sex, eating, sleeping, and
eliminating waste by urination and defecation. 8 We feel no shame
about eating and sleeping, even though these acts might remind us of
our natural nature.
Why, then, should we assume that Adam and Eve experience
shame because their genitals are exposed? If they were in a nudist
colony, they would not feel ashamed. And even more troublesome is the
problem of linking the shame thesis with the first three factors in the
text: (1) death, (2) becoming like gods, and (3) knowledge of good and
evil. Perhaps there is more to be said on behalf of the shame thesis, but
an alternative account warrants our attention as well.
The alternative thesis takes the central word in the passage to be
not "shame," but "nakedness." In fact, the concept of "naked" recurs
four times:
59
(1) They were naked and not ashamed;
(2) The serpent is described as "naked" or something
like "naked'
60
in being more arom than all "the animals of the field;,
6
(3) They eat of the fruit and realize that they are naked; '
(4) Adam explains his hiding from God because he experience awe
(or fear) because he was naked.6 2
An adequate account of the story must provide an explanation of
this recurrent theme of nakedness and the way in which these four
58. I do not mention the infinite number of other physical acts that animals and
humans have in common-e.g., walking, touching, smelling, hearing, seeing, emitting
noises from the mouth, etc.
59. Genesis 2:25.
60. Id. at 3:1.
61. Id. at 3.7.
62. Id. at 3:10.
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passages interweave to create a tale of moral and theological
significance. The key to understanding both the use of the word
"nakedness" and the story as a whole is the concept of separation-the
separation of Adam from Eve, and the separation of human beings from
their Creator.
In the first passage, when their eyes are still closed and they have
not yet "disobeyed" God, they are not aware of being distinct beingsneither distinct from each other or from God. After eating of the fruit,
they realize that they are separate beings. They can see with their own
eyes that they are separate and different. As a result of becoming
consciously as well as physically distinct persons, they also realize that
they are separate from God. The sentiment they experience, yirah, is the
first recorded religious sentiment in the creation story, and it is best
translated as "awe"-an experience of reverence for the power of God
as a being apart from themselves.
With this context in mind, however, it becomes clear that
nakedness is a metaphor for something deeper-for an inability of
human beings to function on their own without being tied to their
Creator. This deeper association becomes evident in contemplating the
similarity between the nakedness of Adam and Eve and the cunning
nature of the serpent. There is no doubt that the serpent represents some
kind of force that comes from outside the intimate relationship between
God and the Adam. First we are told of the physical separation of the
two halves of the first created being, that there was man and there was
woman but they were no yet aware that they were distinct being 63 and
suddenly there enters a foreign force-also naked [arom] in its
cunningness. 64 The foreign force becomes the necessary instrument in
the final separation in consciousness between man and woman.
The linguistic proximity of arum and arom-nakedness and
cunningness-is too close to go unnoticed and yet lies camouflaged in
all the translations of which I am aware. The serpent has something in
common with Adam and Eve before and after they eat of the fruit. But
what is it?
One account in the Jewish sources derives from the special place of
the law in Jewish thinking about the way in which human beings must
function in the world. The serpent is cunning in the sense that it exists
outside the law-it knows no rules of proper conduct. It can lie and
deceive and tempt. It can foster rebellion and awaken desire. According
63.

Genesis 2:22-24.

64.

Id. at3:1.
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to a Midrash, the serpent even seduces Eve. This homiletic account has
an appeal. It permits an easy transition to the place of nakedness in
Adam's experience of awe in the presence of God. The law has yet to
unfold in the narrative. Unclothed in the sense of having no covenant
with God, no law by which to live, he experiences fear, trembling, and
awe. He hides. He is separate from God, and does not know how to
respond in worship.
The separation thesis has the appeal of presenting the eating of the
fruit not as the Fall or as a sin but as a necessary step in the evolution of
God's children. In our contemporary way of putting it, they must grow
up and leave the parental Garden.
Admittedly, some puzzles remain. For one, it is not clear why
Adam and Eve feel no shame when their eyes are still closed. There
seems to be little explanation except that nakedness is a cause of shame;
but if the nakedness is not seen they feel no shame. This factor leads one
back to the shame thesis, that it is not nakedness per se that matters in
the story, but only nakedness so far as it leads to shame. I am unable to
account for the seeming anomaly
of the passage: "And they were naked
65
...[and] were not ashamed.
Another puzzle is the status of God's prophecy (or threat) made to
Adam prior to the separation of Eve that the eating of the fruit will have
fatal consequences. Someone is expected to die, and yet this does not
happen. There are various ways of coping with this mystery in the text.
Perhaps because of their eating of the fruit, human beings become
mortal, but then one might have expected God to say something about
their mortality in the curse given afterwards.6 6 Perhaps they simply
become conscious of their mortality as a result of knowledge of good
and evil. Or perhaps the death that occurs is not to them as individuals
but to their capacity as aspects of a single harmonious existence, two
beings still united in one and tied to their Creator.
The biggest puzzle of all, however, is the interpretation of
"knowledge of good and evil." This is the core of the story and it is
difficult to comprehend exactly what Adam and Eve learn that could be
called knowledge of good and evil. Morris claims that they acquire
moral knowledge, but we can search the sources in vain for a clue about

65. Id.at 2:25.
66. God is afraid that they will eat of the tree of life, but the existence of this
second tree in the center of the Garden also raises problems. Genesis 2:9. If Adam and
Eve were immortal prior to the eating the fruit, it is hard to understand the point of a tree
of life. For whom?
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the content of their knowledge. My sense is that the Western tradition
has exaggerated this aspect of the story by consistently translating the
acquired knowledge as being about "good and evil" instead of "good
and bad." Perhaps a less ambitious reading would further the point of
the story.
My suggestion is that the knowledge they acquire- the knowledge
that makes them like God-is the capacity to make distinctions and to
see the difference between opposites. The entire story of creation
focuses on the carving out of distinctions from the background of
chaos-of tohu v-vohu. 67 First, there is the distinction between darkness
and light; then, in rapid succession, between night and day; sky and
earth; sea and land; creatures of the sea and birds of the sky; animals of
the field and human beings. All of these distinctions are described as
"good" or "very good." We don't really know what the opposite
category of bad represents, but we are told that it is "not good" for
Adam to be alone.68 Goodness requires opposition. If Adam remains
alone, there is no opposition, no counterpart, no foil for conversation
and argument. Eve is brought into the world as his "helpmate to offset
69
him."
The human being, the Adam, is finally refined as man and woman.
It is not until the eating of the fruit, however, that Eve and Adam
become aware of their difference. They see their difference in the part
of the body where it is most marked, in their naked genitals. Thus, their
eyes are opened and they become aware of the organizing distinctions of
human existence. This is the sense in which they become like gods or
God.
The final realization of separation and difference comes when God
enters the Garden and Adam and Evil hide because they do not know
how to respond to God as a totally separate being. Again the word
"nakedness" functions as the critical marker of difference.
Let us review, then, the five desiderata mentioned at the outset and
consider whether the separation thesis satisfies them:
(1) They should die on that day. When they eat of the fruit, their
separation becomes complete. The single being created "male and
female" in the image of God is dead.
(2) They become like God or gods. They organize the world they
perceive on the basis of distinctions and oppositions.
67. Idat 1:2.
68. Genesis 2:18.
69. See supra note 19.
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(3) They know the difference between good and evil. The
knowledge is better described as the distinction between good and bad,
and it stands for the value of all knowledge based on the perception of
distinctions.
(4) Their eyes are opened, and
(5) They become aware of their nakedness. Thus, they are able to
understand the difference between male and female.
Therefore, the separation thesis accounts for all of these factors and
does so without engaging in the anti-humanistic errors of original sin,
misogyny,70 or sexual repression. If this is a better account of Eden than
the one that runs through Western culture, then we should realize the
conventional understanding of the Fall tells us more about innate biases
than about the inspiration we can derive from these words repeated so
often, and understood so little.

70. I have hesitated to explore the theme of misogyny in this paper, but here is the
outline of the argument: If we read the text to imply shame for sexual urges, then Eve,
as the bearer of desire for her husband, becomes tainted as the symbol of desire.
Genesis 3:16. Not only does she desire the apple, she becomes responsible for leading
Adam astray, both in Eden and in bed. This attitude toward women has found expression
in Orthodox Jewish and Islamic images of the woman as seductress. To avoid
distracting men and awakening their unholy desires, she must cover her hair and even, in
the extreme version of the Taliban, her entire body.

